A Case of Identity: The Artefacts of the 1770 Kamay (Botany Bay) Encounter by Thomas, Nicholas




‘Aboriginal dispossession started there, in that very place.’
Shayne Williams, Gweagal elder, 2015 ​[1]​


Collections of Indigenous artefacts made during the voyages of Captain James Cook have been extensively researched, but significant issues around the provenance and identification of artefacts remain complex and unresolved. This article considers the case of a shield in the British Museum, said for 50 years to have been appropriated by Cook at the time of first contacts with Gweagal in April 1770, and other artefacts associated with the same encounters.

Over the last fifty years, artefacts collected during the three voyages of Captain James Cook have been extensively researched. They have been considered significant, not because of the navigator's celebrity or notoriety, but because they constitute an exceptional body of both heritage and evidence. They exemplify the art traditions and ancestral ways of life of Indigenous peoples of many Pacific islands and archipelagoes, of Australia and of the Pacific Rim, from Tierra del Fuego to the coasts of Siberia. They are the material expressions of cultures at the time of first or early contacts, that were succeeded variously by fertile periods of encounter and exchange, and disruption and dispossession. And they exemplify the transactions that are now burdened retrospectively with often grievous histories. Some of those transactions were marked by Indigenous generosity, by genuine curiosity on both sides and by reciprocity. Others, more starkly, entailed outright appropriation.​[2]​ 

In some Indigenous communities, people have been well aware of Cook-voyage collections for many years. In some cases, Indigenous elders, curators, scholars and artists have participated in study visits and research projects around such collections, and supported exhibitions that have taken artefacts back to regions or countries of origin. In other cases, people have learned of the existence of artefacts associated with first contacts and early encounters only more recently. New awareness has reinvigorated, and inflamed, old debates about museums, communities and collections.

Given the many publications dedicated to Cook-voyage collections and related themes, it might be assumed that artefacts have by now been conclusively identified and wider questions answered. This is not the case. The material, visual, oral and documentary evidence is fragmented, widely dispersed, often unavailable online and difficult to interpret. Many publications include errors of fact or interpretation; museum artefacts are often incompletely documented or misattributed, in some cases in publicly accessible catalogues. Many fanciful claims have been made for relics’' and artefacts’' Cook-voyage provenances;​[3]​ historians have occasionally been misled by outright hoaxes.​[4]​ Just as the voyages’' major episodes of cross-cultural encounter and violence have been subjected to renewed scrutiny and debate -– that has embraced methodological, historiographic, conceptual and political issues -– current research into the collections made in the course of early expeditions continues to expose previously unsuspected complexities.​[5]​ Some questions appear simple enough: what artefacts were collected? What became of them? Where are they now? But those questions turn out to be anything but simple; they point us toward both imaginative contextualisation, engaging Indigenous knowledge and perspectives, and sustained archival and artefactual investigation.​[6]​

While these issues arise in varying ways for all historical, cross-cultural collections, those associated with Cook’'s voyages are coming under further scrutiny as a series of 250th anniversaries approach: of the Endeavour’'s departure from England in 2018; of the visits to Tahiti and New Zealand in 2019; and of first contacts at Botany Bay in 2020. From the moment of the navigator’'s death his conduct and the legacy of his expeditions were controversial. At a time of renewed political conflict and polarisation, manifest differently in many countries, but broadly embracing contention regarding inequality, immigration, national sovereignty, national history, race and historic injustice, it’'s inevitable that these anniversaries will provoke renewed debate, and probably acrimonious controversy.​[7]​ Yet commemorative exhibitions and events that honestly address the voyages’' contradictory aspects and legacies may also, more positively, prompt people from diverse backgrounds to seek to understand difficult histories more deeply, and to reflect upon profoundly important historical artefacts, and the future uses, interpretations and destinations of those artefacts. 

In April 2016, a campaign was launched by Rodney Kelly of Bermagui which advocated the repatriation of a shield and spears, that had been exhibited in Encounters, an exhibition at the National Museum of Australia.​[8]​ Encounters, which brought an extensive selection of Indigenous Australian artefacts in the British Museum back to Australia for the first time, exhibited most of the same works as the British Museum’'s own Indigenous Australia: Enduring Civilisation exhibition, shown in 2015. The development of both shows had involved an extended research and consultation partnership, supported primarily by the Australian Research Council, which enabled a sustained and wide-ranging dialogue with Aboriginal communities.​[9]​ 

The two spears displayed in Canberra were among a few historical artefacts not drawn from the British Museum’'s collections; the two belong to a group of three multi-pronged gararra, fishing spears, referred to as ‘'gigs’' in early journals and lists, and one lance, which were among some forty to fifty which both Cook and Banks acknowledged were appropriated, at the time of the Europeans’' first landing on the south shore of Botany Bay (Kamay), a landing famously resisted by two Gweagal men, on April 28, 1770 (fFigure. 1).​[10]​ The four spears form part of a larger collection of just over 100 artefacts presented by Cook personally to his Admiralty patron, Lord Sandwich, and in turn donated by Sandwich to his alma mater, Trinity College, Cambridge, in October 1771, just three months after the Endeavour’'s return. Soon afterwards, and through the nineteenth century, some works were displayed in the Wren Library at Trinity; the College later placed the collection on deposit at the University’'s Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, in two stages in 1914 and 1924. In addition to the artefacts themselves, a 1771 inventory, made at the time of the collection’'s delivery, together with a second early checklist have been preserved in the Library. These lists include the four spears: their voyage provenance, their attribution to New South Wales, and their acquisition at the time of the contested first landing, are clearly and unambiguously documented.​[11]​ 

In Canberra, the spears were exhibited with a shield (BM Oc1978, Q.839, Ffigure. 2) which has, at least since 1970, been identified as one picked up by the mariners on the same occasion; it is said to be one referred to in the journals of both Cook and Banks. One of the two Gweagal men went away to ‘'lay hold of a Shield or target to defend himself’', after they were fired upon.​[12]​ The Enduring Civilisation and Encounters catalogues state respectively that the shield ‘'is believed to have come from Cook’'s first face-to-face encounter with Aboriginal people’' and was ‘'widely accepted as being among the material acquired’' at that time, b​[13]​ but the provenance has also been expressed in more definite terms, and much public debate about the shield has assumed that it was not probably, but certainly, stolen at the time of the encounter.​[14]​ This is, for example, the presumption of Green Party-sponsored motions in support of Mr Kelly’'s campaign, passed in both the New South Wales Legislative Council and the Australian Senate.​[15]​ 

Given that the former director of the British Museum, Neil MacGregor, dedicated a programme in the 2010 BBC-British Museum collaboration, A History of the World in 100 Objects, to the shield, which was identified without qualification as the one a Gweagal man used to defend himself during the initial encounter with Cook at Botany Bay, Australian activists and politicians can hardly be faulted for acting on the presumption that it indeed was.​[16]​  This essayarticle, however, aims to outline the senses in which the passages of artefacts collected during the Endeavour’'s voyage to the British Museum, and to diverse other destinations, were more contingent and complex than has been generally assumed. In particular, a closer assessment of relevant evidence establishes that the shield exhibited in Canberra is not the one taken from Gweagal in April 1770.​[17]​ 

To make the point is to suggest that the repatriation campaign has been misdirected. Yet the shield in the British Museum is, irrespective of its specific provenance, certainly a rare, early example and undoubtedly a highly significant expression of the heritage of the particular Aboriginal groups concerned. This essay article seeks only to clarify questions of provenance and identification. I have written extensively elsewhere about the cultural and political lives of artefacts, but do not seek here to review the wider significance of the shield (but see the article by Maria Nugent and Gaye Sculthorpe, in this volumeissue).​[18]​ Nor do I argue that the people concerned should not, or should, seek the repatriation of this or any other artefact.

I would, however, emphasise that widely shared confusion regarding the provenance of the shield, and the sheer complexity of the history of early collections of this kind, do not in any way undermine the broader claims that the campaigners have made, concerning the nature of the April 1770 encounter, a moment when ‘'the British invaded [and] disrupted all of that'’, as Rodney Kelly stated, ‘'that'’ being the customary life of Gweagal and by implication the customary life, and indeed the sovereignty of Indigenous Australians in general.​[19]​ Gweagal elder Shayne Williams has similarly observed, '‘What it reminds me of is Aboriginal resistance. And not just resistance back then, but resistance to the destruction of our culture right up until now...'’.​[20]​ The point that Cook’'s landing was unwelcome, and that it was resisted is a matter of historical record, not a polemical claim. Over 25 twenty-five years ago, I drew attention to the poignant and telling observation reported by Cook himself, that whereas Lieutenant Zachary Hicks sought to engage the people in exchange ‘'all they seem’'d to want was for us to be gone'’.​[21]​ I am fully supportive of the widely-articulated view that the artefacts appropriated on the occasion bear witness to the tragic beginnings of a history of dispossession and are of vital educational significance for Australians, as well as others. Importantly also, like most artefacts, they have manifold significances, that are not exhausted by their association with a foundational colonial encounter; they also bear witness to techniques of making and to the subsistence activities of Gweagal, among other aspects of Aboriginal life at that time. 

Those considering the encounter and the artefacts associated with it have referred to the voyage journals of Joseph Banks and Cook himself, drawings by Sydney Parkinson and Tupaia, and an engraving published in Parkinson’'s posthumously-published voyage narrative.​[22]​ Important as these sources are for their candid narrative of the encounter and their observation of aspects of Indigenous life, they refer to the appropriation of the spears but state only that ‘'upon taking it up'’ they saw that the shield '‘had been piercd through with a single pointed lance near the center’'.​[23]​ In the manuscript journal, Banks is not explicit that it, or any other shield, was taken away.  However, there is definitive visual evidence that a shield ‘'from New Holland’', '‘piercd... near the center’' was among the artefacts brought back to London. It is one of six objects in a 1771 drawing by John Frederick Miller (fFigure. 3), a draughtsman employed by Banks soon after his return to London, who prepared numerous illustrations of botanical specimens as well as of artefacts for him. Whereas Parkinson’'s sketches provide a sense of what the Europeans witnessed around the shores of Botany Bay, Miller was not on the voyage and his drawings relate only to objects that were brought back on the Endeavour to London, and moreover only those that were in Banks’' possession. 

By way of background, two points should be noted. The first is that, during neither the Botany Bay nor the Endeavour River encounters were Indigenous people eager to engage socially with mariners. Although some interaction certainly did take place, which at times became slightly less restrained, neither Gweagal nor Gugu Yimidhirr were prepared to participate in the barter, or gift exchange, that was otherwise such a prominent feature of early cross-cultural contacts.​[24]​ Whereas, in both the Society Islands and around the coasts of New Zealand, there was active local interest in exchange, hence considerable numbers of Tahitian and Māaori artefacts were acquired, and are still present in European collections that can be traced to the Endeavour, very few, if any artefacts appear to have been obtained on any part of the Australian coast, other than those taken without the consent of the Gweagal in the aftermath of the first landing at the end of April, 1770. Although Parkinson’'s sketches tell us that shields of different forms were subseqeuently seen, there is no indication, and no likelihood, that more than one was appropriated. The Miller drawing is of that shield. 

Second, the British Museum holds no documentation linking the shield it holds with Cook’'s first voyage, nor indeed with any specific collector, larger set of artefacts, provenance or acquisition. The artefact was ‘'found unregistered in the collection in 1978 and registered with a Q number in that year’'.​[25]​ Traces of a large paper label on the reverse indicate that at one time the shield bore some information, perhaps relating to its history, that has unfortunately vanished. A much smaller late nineteenth century label, in the hand of the traveller, collector and museum volunteeer James Edge-Partington, reads '‘CAP: COOK'’, but we do not know why he believed the shield to have been associated with the explorer.​[26]​ The lack of documentation does not mean that the shield was not appropriated in April 1770 and brought back on the Endeavour, but places the burden of that identification wholly upon the one drawing. While other evidence might be introduced to support the view that the shield is of a kind known to have been used on this part of the coast, it is the drawing alone that makes the link with the group of artefacts in Banks'’ possession in London in 1771, and therefore with the voyage and the 1770 encounter. 

On first sight, the illustration (British Library, Add MS 23920, f. 35) admittedly represents a shield of similar form, and the hole is indeed in essentially the same position. But wider consideration of Miller’'s work brings the question of exactly what evidence the illustration offers into focus in a new way. 

John Frederick Miller’'s dates of birth and death are not known, but he was the son of Johann Sebastian Müller (1715-–c.1792), a Nuremberg artist, engraver and botanist who moved to London in the 1740s, associating subsequently with Philip Miller of the Chelsea Physic Garden and others in scientific and artistic milieux. Müller helped introduce the Linnean system to Britain through works including his Illustratio Systematis Sexualis Linnaei  (1770-–1777); he announced, in the preface to that work, his ‘desire of rendering his Profession as an Engraver subservient to the Cultivation of his favourite Science’' (fFigure. 4). John Frederick was one of two sons who followed their father not only in his broader vocation, but in their particular dedication to scientific illustration. It is not at all surprising that both were recruited to the scientific staff of Joseph Banks and went on to participate in the voyage to Iceland that he undertook, after withdrawing from Cook’'s second expedition.​[27]​ The drawing cited is one of a series of thirty, depicting a total of some 108 objects, which Miller prepared at Banks’' house in New Burlington Street, where the artefacts, botanical specimens, visual art and other voyage records of the Endeavour voyage that belonged to Banks (as opposed to the Admiralty) were held. The ship had returned to England in July 1771, and those drawings that are dated, are all dated 1771. They were presumably made over a period of essentially continuous work, and reflect a dedicated endeavour to depict a representative group of the specimens Banks had brought back.​[28]​ Engravings were prepared on the basis ofbased on some of the drawings and published in the officially-sanctioned narrative, which was included in John Hawkesworth’'s Account of the voyages undertaken by the order of his present majesty for making discoveries in the Southern Hemisphere (1773).

It is notable that a few drawings in the series include readily identifiable artefacts, and those objects are represented with exceptional precision. The illustration of the Maāori feather box (Add MS 15508, f. 24; BM NZ 109, fFiguress. 5 and, 6) accurately represents both the overall pattern of carving and intricate elements, including sculpted features that are just 1-2 mm in width. This was no routine achievement, given the complexity, involution and unfamiliarity of the Māaori design system: in 1771, no European had been trained to represent motifs and forms of this kind. 

Similarly, the illustration of the bound Tahitian deity, also in the collection of the British Museuem (Add MS 15508, f. 28; BM TAH 64, Ffigures. 7 and, 8) is slightly awkward in its evocation of the woven csinnetoconut fibre, but otherwise almost fetishistically precise, to the point that two knots, each of which feature are hollow centre, are accurately represented and positioned. While not all the individual artefacts drawn are identified and available for examination, those familiar with the types of works Miller depicts, such as taumi, Tahitian breast ornaments (Add MS 15508, ff. 7, 8), will be struck by Miller’'s attention to detail. The images are clearly of specific artefacts, not types, and are precise enough, for example, to make it clear that the taumi depicted are not those extant in the British Museum, the Pitt Rivers in Oxford or the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology in Cambridge. Miller’'s botanical illustrations are similarly among the finest made at the time: the artist could not only represent the constitution and decoration of an artefact, but could also evoke the shape and body of a leaf or a flower. The singular overall standard of these works suggests that the shield in the British Museum should match the illustration closely, if it is in fact the example that Miller drew. But fresh examination -– based on study of the actual drawing rather than a reproduction –- reveals significant and unambiguous discrepancies (Ffigures. 9 and, 10). 

While the artefact in the British Museum would be assumed by the casual viewer to be made of wood rather than bark -– it is solid and thick –- Miller’'s shield looks like a bark shield -– its edge is evidently thin. Most importantly, it exhibits pronounced curvature, particularly on the right- hand side. From the drawing’'s oblique view, not only the right- hand edge, but part of the front of the shield is visible. Prior to our recent re-examination, the British Museum example appears not to have been carefully looked at from the same angle as that adopted by Miller. The exercise makes it obvious that the artefact’'s shape is quite different. On the one hand, the right- hand side is relatively straighter than that of the example shown in the drawing: it simply cannot be oriented so that a part of the front, shaped anything like the section of that face in Miller’'s illustration, comes in to view. On the other, the wider part of the British Museum artefact is at and below the level of the handle, while the drawing shows a shield that is broader above it.

The shield in the drawing is sharply pointed both at the top and at the base. It appears also to be perfectly symmetrical, in the sense that the top and bottom are on a line defined vertically by the orientation of the handle. The example in the British Museum exhibits a broader angle both at the top and the bottom and, although angular in overall form, has a pronounced flattening at the top. It is also slightly asymmetrical: the vertical line that runs through the handle runs to the right of the top, and to the left of the bottom; that is, if the shield is held vertically, the handle is angled slightly off vertical, leaning to the right. And, whereas the shield in the drawing exhibits a pattern of linear abrasion that runs at an angle to the grain, in the central left hand area, there are no conspicuous tool marks (associated with the making of the piece) in this part of the British Museum example (though similar marks are notable on the opposite side, which can't be seen, as it is obscured by curvature, in the drawing).  

It is clear that tThe feature that prompts many commentators to consider the identification certain is the position of the hole, which indeed appears to be the same, relative to the handle.​[29]​ Once, however, the shield is carefully oriented so that it is viewed from the oblique angle of the drawing, the hole fails to come into view so that it is seen within the arc of the handle, as is the case in the drawing (fFigs.ures 11, and 12). The drawn hole is close to the centre of the artefact; the hole in the British Museum shield is less close, hence obscured by the handle, from the same vantage point. 

This apparent (but not actual) correlation between the hole in the drawing and in the museum example evidently distracted observers such as Megaw from closer assessment of correspondence, or lack of correspondence, of shape, curvature, thickness, depicted marks and other attributes. But they were anyway overlooking the fact that shields often feature holes, often clustered near their centres. This is in part because spears were typically thrown at men, not in the contexts of either ambush, or of larger collective battles, but formally for the enactment of Aboriginal Law.​[30]​ Those in the defensive position readied themselves, like duellists, or a batsman in cricket positioning himself for a ball. The embodied dynamic of any such contest tends to bring the spear point to a central part of the shield (just as the red marks left by cricket balls are clustered in the centre of the bat), and it is therefore not surprising that other careful images of shields, such as the watercolour made Charles-Alexandre Lesueur during the voyage of Baudin (which spent most of the second half of 1802 in Sydney), feature holes presumably made by spears, clustered around those shields’' central areas (fFigure. 13). Many shields represented in rock engravings bear holes; a shield in the Manchester Museum (H.723) which resembles the British Museum example has two holes, similarly close to the handle, but to the right rather than the left.​[31]​ In light ofConsideringGiven the dissimilarities of form between the drawn shield and the artefact, the situation of the hole has should to be seen as a coincidence, not a correlation.

It might be suggested that these dissimilarities reflect ‘'artistic licence’'. But we would then have to explain why Miller should depict over a hundred artefacts with meticulous attention to form, composition and even ‘irrelevant’ detail – recall the holes in the knots –-  and one rather inaccurately. This is all theeven more implausible, given that the illustration of the shield is no less attentive to detail than Miller’s other drawings: there is nothing hasty about it; to the contrary he has deliberately made his task more difficult by adopting an oblique perspective, no doubt because that perspective enables him to represent the three-dimensionality and the weight of the artefact. We would also have to overlook Miller’s meétier. By way of life experience and professional formation, he was a draughtsman and illustrator, not an artist, in the sense of the period: it was not his task to improve upon objects or scenes to aesthetic effect or higher purpose. But there is a more fundamental issue, which is that if the drawing is discounted, as impressionistic or inaccurate, we set aside the only evidence for the shield having any sort of Endeavour connection. In other words, the drawing points to a conclusion that is the opposite of the one that has been made for the last fifty years.  

There is a wider range of evidence relevant to the question of the British Museum artefact’'s likely provenance. Attenbrow and Cartwright have analysed the wood and established that it is red mangrove which is found not in the Sydney region, but in northern New South Wales and further north. Presuming that the artefact was collected during the Endeavour visit, their inference was that the shield was therefore traded south from this region, and that it reached Gweagal through some exchange relationship.​[32]​ While there is certainly evidence for long-distance Indigenous Australian trade, it is uncertain whether shields were in fact commonly gifted or traded, or if so over what distances. If there is in fact no sound evidence for a Cook voyage provenance, the identification of the wood points to the shield having been made and most likely used further north than Botany Bay, and collected at some date later than 1770. 

The wider histories of the artefacts brought back by Banks from the voyage of the Endeavour are also relevant to the question considered here. It may generally be assumed that the British Museum was the ‘'natural’' destination for artefacts from Cook’'s voyages, and it is the case that one group, of perhaps two hundred artefacts brought together by Cook, was presented by him to Lord Sandwich at the Admiralty, and then divided by Sandwich between Trinity College, Cambridge, and the British Museum. The collections reached both these institutions in October, 1771, within a few months of the ship’'s return.​[33]​ But the shield was in Banks'’ possession, not Cook’'s, and it did not form part of either of these donations. Banks himself presented material to Christ Church, Oxford, but the group of artefacts now at the Pitt Rivers Museum includes no Australian pieces. It was not until 1778 that he presented artefacts to the British Museum – a donation which may well have included objects given to him by others who had participated on the second voyage. But he subsequently permitted his friend and scientific associate, the Danish zoologist Johann Fabricius, to remove what he had deposited, which had apparently been left unsorted or uncatalogued by British Museum staff; a couple of ‘friends’ of Fabricius appear also to have been given the opportunity to take artefacts away.​[34]​ Of over a hundred objects depicted by Miller, only a few can be positively identified in the collections of the British Museum today. The inclusion of the shield obtained at Botany Bay among the artefacts drawn by Miller does not mean that it was ever sent to the British Museum. If it was, it was very probably removed a few years later, and either subsequently retained by Banks, or taken away by Fabricius. 

A detailed description of the Museum’'s exhibits, published in a guide to London'’s sites and monuments in 1802-–1803 dedicates nine pages to the South Seas displays, and notes the presence of spears from Port Jackson.​[35]​ There is however no mention of any shield. While the listing cannot be presumed to be exhaustive, it would be odd if the spears were mentioned and the shield not: it is therefore unlikely that any Australian shield was in the museum at this time. 

Fabricius’'s own extensive collections were subsequently dispersed among institutions, mainly natural history museums, in France, Britain, Germany and Denmark, implying that Pacific artefacts that he had received from Banks might similarly have been widely scattered. He, and his anonymous friends were, in any case, far from being the only recipient of material from the naturalist, whose networks of correspondents were famously extensive, as were the range of his gifts and exchanges. A recently-discovered auction catalogue suggests that the shield may have passed from Banks’' hands into those of his servant, James Roberts, who had accompanied him on the Endeavour voyage. Roberts was a higher-ranking employee who had gained the status of a gentleman by the time of his death in 1837, when his estate was auctioned in Horncastle, Lincolnshire.​[36]​ The sale included some twenty lots of primarily Tahitian artefacts, and Lot 61, which consisted of a ‘'Sword, shield and dart from New South Wales’.' The word ‘'dart’' was used by Cook and others to refer to full-size spears, rather than smaller projectiles such as those blown through tubes, which current usage may imply. While it is conceivable that a shield collected some time later -– after the 1788 penal settlement was established at Port Jackson –- could have been given to Banks or directly to Roberts, the association of these pieces with others from Tahiti and New Zealand makes it more probable that the whole set constituted, either a collection made by Roberts personally during the Endeavour voyage, or, and more likely, a part of Banks’' larger collection which at some point he gave Roberts.  

Given the likelihood that only one shield was appropriated on 28 April 1770, and that no other Australian shield was acquired during the voyage of the Endeavour, this must have been the one, and the one drawn by Miller. Unfortunately, the artefact’'s movements after the auction are undocumented. The only known and extant copy of the sale catalogue is in the archives of the Bowes Museum in County Durham, a major collection of European fine and decorative art, with limited ethnographic holdings.​[37]​ Lot 61 is among fourteen under the heading of ‘'Foreign Curiosites, Antiquities, &c.'’ that were ticked, implying that the landowner, liberal politician and collector John Bowes (1811-–1885) bid for and acquired the three Australian pieces. A set of Māaori pendants of pounamu (nephrite) and a tiki, consistent with the description of Lot 59, also ticked, are extant in the Bowes Museum today. Yet neither any other Pacific artefact listed, nor specifically a ‘'sword’', shield or '‘dart'’ appear still to be in the collection. If it is nevertheless probable that these artefacts were owned by Bowes and formed part of his museum, they were probably at some stage sold or otherwise disposed of, as other Bowes ethnographic collections certainly were. 

It should not be assumed that the shield has been definitively lost. It may well have entered another museum, where it may be preserved among collections that have not been fully catalogued or photographed; certain collections have remained packed and largely inaccessible for many years. Given growing interests on the part of students, researchers, curators and Indigenous community members, it is likely that in coming years a wider range of understudied or poorly understood collections will be investigated more closely. Artefacts that are at present undocumented will be identified, and some recognizsed as being exceptionally significant, especially for the Indigenous peoples associated with them. From Australia, these may include not only the shield appropriated at Botany Bay in 1770, but further spears which were taken on the same occasion. At present the four in Cambridge are the only artefacts yet identified that can be linked with the encounter; they are the only artefacts from Australia obtained on any voyage of Cook’'s that remain extant and documented today; and though probably not the first artefacts from Australia collected by any European, they are earliest that survive and are known to us. 

However, it is clear that Cook’'s gift of objects to the Admiralty was divided between Trinity and the British Museum. The Trinity deposit was systematically selected to include a representative group of artefacts from all of the places collections were made, Tierra del Fuego, the Society Islands, Rurutu in the Austral Islands, New Zealand and Australia. We do not know whether the collection was more or less equally divided, and Sandwich certainly retained at least a few pieces privately, which much later were given by a descendant to MAA. But it is likely that the British Museum received a complementary collection of about the same extent, within which Australia was similarly represented. The 1802-–3 description of the galleries, cited above, suggested that it indeed was: ‘'The spears from New South Wales are from six to sixteen feet in length; with four prongs to each, pointed with fish bones’', it read.​[38]​ These were clearly the same sort of fish ‘'gigs'’ as three of the four spears in Cambridge. They presumably reached the Museum as part of the Admiralty donation of 1771, but they cannot be identified in the collections today. The Miller drawing which features the shield includes two spears from ‘'New Holland’' which, as they were at Banks’' home, cannot have been the same as those which reached either Trinity or the British Museum from the Admiralty. The Stockholm Ethnographic Museum holds a ‘'spear shaft’' 215 cm in length (1848.1.60), which is attributed to ‘'New Holland'’ in an early catalogue, and formed part of a Banks donation of artefacts from Cook’'s first, second and possibly third voyages.​[39]​

In addition, a singular late eighteenth century Norfolk institution, the Boulter Museum in Great Yarmouth, included, among around 120 artefacts from the Pacific, ‘'Some spears, around 11 feet long, made of hard Wood, from New Holland’', according toper a sale catalogue of the early 1790s.​[40]​ Daniel Boulter (1740-–1802) was a merchant and printmaker without apparent connections to scientific travellers or metropolitan natural history milieux. He therefore probably acquired his spears from a London dealer or otherwise through the secondary market. Iin 1809, Bullock’'s Liverpool Museum, soon to be relocated to Piccadilly, appears to have held no spears but did include ‘'A Wooden Sword, from Botany Bay'’.​[41]​ Given its later date, Bullock’'s object was not necessarily associated with the Endeavour. These scattered references do however indicate that alongside many other artefacts from the voyages of Cook and his successors, spears from the Sydney region circulated among collectors and were displayed in museums of the period. If we presume those owned by Banks in 1771, those in Yarmouth in the 1790s, and those on display in the British Museum soon afterwards are highly unlikely to have been the same examples, at least a dozen spears from Botany Bay, other than the ones in Cambridge, were preserved and in some cases publicallypublicly exhibited in England around the end of the eighteenth century. The distinctive making, binding and composition of the Cambridge examples could, in the future, enable early three- or four-pointed gararra which may be found in collections to be identified, more or less positively, as Gweagal, and possible as coming from the same larger set appropriated on 28 April 1770. 

A search of this kind for lost artefacts could be considered an antiquarian quest, an anachronistic effort in the epoch of the digital humanities. Yet there is a renewed sense that material culture and museum collections offer ‘'another way of telling’', distinctive forms of understanding and distinctive perspectives upon ethical action. In the context of the apparently limited representation of Sydney region artefacts in museums, the identification of just a few more early works would be of disproportionate significance, both for Gweagal themselves and for the non-Indigenous population of Sydney, who might encounter eloquent artefactual witnesses to the place -– the inhabited place -– before the city. As Shayne Williams has remarked, ‘'In a spiritual sense it would be good to hold them again, just the way our ancestors held them, even in 1770. For us they feel like our national treasure.’'​[42]​ 
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